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Healthy Schools for a Healthy Community

If you want to live in a community with

O strong families

O thriving businesses

O world-class cultural opportunities

O competitive colleges and universities

0O quality health care

O manageable social service needs This report chronicles

the fate of Grand Rapids Public Schools matters to you. the work of the Grand
Rapids Education

The economic and cultural health of Greater Grand Rapids. .. the city, the suburbs, Reform Initiative,

and the outskirts... depends on providing quality schools for all children. A healthy led by three local

metropolitan area requires a healthy urban core, and a healthy urban core requires foundations and

healthy urban schools. dozens of community
representatives.

The consequences of producing an uneducated and under-educated

opulation are many.
PoP Y If you care about the

businesses find it harder to recruit qualified workers economic and cultural
fewer residents are capable of earning a living wage health of Greater
Grand Rapids, this

report matters to you.

more people require some form of public assistance

fewer people are financially capable of buying homes

fewer people are adequately insured, straining the health care system
more people need help from social and human service organizations

cultural organizations have fewer supporters and patrons

O o o o o o g o

institutions of higher learning attract fewer students

If the crisis situation in Grand Rapids’ city schools is not reversed, everyone
in the greater Grand Rapids area will eventually suffer the consequences.

o
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A Community Wake-Up Call

ook around Grand Rapids and you will see a dynamic, vibrant urban center.

Construction is underway on a new $200 million convention center. Thriving

healthcare, medical research, and health education facilities line Michigan Street,
earning it the nickname “The Medical Miracle Mile.” A 12,000-plus seat sports and
entertainment arena, a glittering riverside public museum, an abundance of downtown
restaurants and clubs, expansion of the downtown campus at Grand Valley State University,
and a thriving historic residential district all demonstrate a commitment to our central city.
Over the past ten years, the pace, scale, and scope of such projects has transformed our
urban landscape and this level of investment has fundamentally changed the economic and
political infrastructure of our region to meet 21st century opportunities.

But stop. Look a little deeper. Dig through the bricks and mortar to the true foundation of
our community—our youth—and with them in mind, ask yourself if we are truly a healthy,
vibrant urban center. Are all children in the City of Grand Rapids receiving a quality
education that will prepare them for a productive life in a 21st century workforce? Are all
children even receiving an adequate education? Are we, the citizens of Grand Rapids and its
surrounding communities, paying sufficient attention to the health of our schools? Have we
done everything in our power to ensure that the children attending our urban schools are
well-educated? Unfortunately, the answer to these questions is “no.”

The participants in the Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative have seen our schools
suffer from benign neglect, and access to a quality education for those in the City of Grand
Rapids has become a scarce commodity. In the same period when our community
celebrated multi-million dollar capital improvements in the heart of the city, our urban
schools were physically and financially crumbling around our children. By allowing this, we
all have failed to take notice of the single most important factor that will preserve and build
on the accomplishments of the past—a well-educated child.

The case is compelling that urban education in Grand Rapids is in a state of crisis. If current
revenue and enrollment projections hold, in perhaps as little as two years the Grand Rapids
Public Schools could reach its “tipping point,” where declining enrollment will preclude
financial stability. If this happens, it will be impossible for the organization to carry out its
mission to “ensure that all students are educated, self-directed, and productive members

of society.”

Our research findings demonstrate that this spiral of decline can be traced to many factors,
from the lack of equitable financial resources to competition. No single person, decision, or
activity can be blamed for the decline of excellence in the Grand Rapids Public Schools.
Instead, it is important to understand that a multitude of societal, economic, and personal
choices have created a domino effect to erode public confidence in the ability of the Grand
Rapids Public Schools to carry out its mission.



Some of us have watched this decline from afar, believing that if we didn’t have children
attending the Grand Rapids Public Schools or didn’t live within the city limits, then it wasn’t
our problem. As a community, we are quickly learning that our shortsightedness has
important ramifications. Challenges within the Grand Rapids Public Schools are of regional
concern and the school district is a vital component in any effort to position the City as an
urban center. We can no longer afford the point-of-view that the Grand Rapids Public
Schools are not a critical component in the health and vitality of the City and the region.

This is not a criticism of those who have worked so hard to revitalize this city. It is through
their vision that this community is moving forward based on its traditions of leadership and
ingenuity. We should all take pride in our accomplishments to improve the quality of life in
Grand Rapids, for only a handful of municipalities in the United States can lay claim to
successfully revitalizing their downtown regions. Yet, there is still an important challenge
remaining that we must now have the spirit and stamina to address—reforming our system

of urban education. Only then can Grand Rapids truly become the flagship urban center for -

the State of Michigan. If our community, city and suburban residents continue to ignore the
health of our schools, the cost for all of us will be immeasurable.

The Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative began with an honest recognition that if
we are serious about improving our system of urban education, it is critical to embrace a
common strategy. Therefore, unlike prior reform projects that failed to achieve scale or
sustainability, the Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative is designed to avoid the pitfalls
of the past by facilitating positive, measurable, comprehensive, and sustainable systemic
reform. The Initiative is a collaborative that exists to ensure that our community supports
the right of all children within the City of Grand Rapids to receive a quality education.

We will focus on promoting reforms within the Grand Rapids Public Schools, because
despite an array of public and private learning options for children in the City of Grand
Rapids, the Grand Rapids Public School District, due to its size and mandate, is still the
educational anchor for most children in the community. By employing the same ingenuity
used in our community to build the political and economic infrastructure for a flagship city,
the Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative will mobilize a call to action on behalf of
urban education to create multiple pathways to excellence for all children.

This is a community wake-up call.

' “At the heart of all

reforms is one crystal

- clear goal: improving

student achievemént.
Only when we have
helped every student

- succeed will we consider
- this effort a success.” - -

Milt Rohwer, -

" President,

Frey Foundation



“Educating this

community’s children is
a community trust. If you
care about the future of
this community, you
must care about the
education of its children.
All of them.”

Diana R. Sieger
President

Grand Rapids
Community Foundation

Who Are We?

The Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative

Committee of the Grand Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce focused on the most

immediate challenges facing the greater Grand Rapids region. From this dialogue,
public education, and more specifically, the overall capacity of the Grand Rapids Public
Schools to meet community expectations of quality and achievement, came to the forefront
as an issue requiring immediate attention. It was at this time that the Frey Foundation,
Grand Rapids Community Foundation, and Steelcase Foundation, with the encouragement
and support of community leaders, stepped forward to combine their collective resources
and leadership to initiate meaningful education reform in the City of Grand Rapids. The
sponsoring foundations were approached to lead this effort based on their neutrality, ability
to convene a diverse cross-section of the community, and capacity to focus on systemic
reform instead of one-time programs or other short-term, quick-fix solutions. More
important, there was recognition that perhaps unlike any other community institution,
foundations are uniquely suited to put in place a long-term community school reform
structure that could transcend the constant leadership changes and distractions that are
often characteristic of the public school system. Each of the sponsoring foundations has
committed to this effort for the next 20 years, implementing key stages of the reform in
five-year increments.

I n early 1999, a series of conversations among members of the Regional Issues

Over the past fifteen years, many attempts were made to improve or enhance Grand Rapids
Public Schools. As a community, we have experienced no shortage of good ideas. Therefore,
numerous special projects and innovative programs have been implemented. The Grand
Rapids Public School District led some of these efforts. Others were driven by collaborations
and partnerships among various community organizations. Despite this energy and
commitment to improve, however, few efforts have blossomed into comprehensive reforms
that last. As a result, no community glue holds the efforts together, and we are left with an
unconnected mosaic of projects and special interests with no common vision or purpose.

The Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative officially began its work in the spring of 2000
as a federation of community interests representing the business, labor, educational, elected,
philanthropic, and citizen leadership of the Grand Rapids metropolitan area.



On Solid Ground

The Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative began with the goal that every child in the
City of Grand Rapids should have access to a quality education. After 2% years of careful
deliberation and research, participants in the Initiative have issued a comprehensive
blueprint for reform. We are well aware, however, that it is very easy to issue ideas and
proclamations about change. Achieving results is the hard part; without results, this work is
nothing more than another set of empty promises and well-intentioned ideas. Because we
believe that children in Grand Rapids deserve more than another plan, the ERI is prepared
to implement sustainable strategies that emphasize:

Long-term commitment

The Grand Rapids Education Reform Initiative is uniquely different. Because sustaining
reform was a key consideration from the beginning, the sponsoring foundations have
made a 20-year commitment to the effort. By engaging civic leadership beyond the
boundaries of the public school system, we will work to ensure that the outcomes of
the Straight A Plan are accomplished.

Well-researched ideas that are connected to results

We are committed to pursuing proven reforms that are grounded by clear outcomes.
Although we recognize that the strategies contained in this platform may change, the
desired outcomes will not. In this context, we will focus our work on the kind of civic,
workplace, and life skills that students should acquire in the course of their education.

Community-wide response

Community responsibility for education is a major theme of the Grand Rapids
Education Reform Initiative. We believe it is unrealistic to expect the Grand Rapids
Public Schools to reform itself so significantly that marked gains in student
achievement can be realized. Instead, the leadership and support of the community is
required to make student achievement for all children a reality. This means that the
community must put children first and not have its vision deterred by the bureaucratic
and political turf battles that can often derail education reform. Furthermore, the
community must maintain a delicate balance between applying the necessary outside
pressure for GRPS to improve and actively supporting teachers, students, and parents in
the process.

The initiative is a student-centered and independent community collaborative. As such, our
strategies will now focus on ensuring the necessary changes within both the school system and
the broader community, to guarantee high quality learning options for children in Grand Rapids.

We have issued an

ambitious agenda for
reform. This is a
testimony to haw serious.

" we believe this issue isto = .

the continued vitality . -
of Grand Rapids. Our
challenge will-be to- -
maintain the strength
‘that made-the ERI unique
during the research and .
development phase into
implenientaﬁon. :
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Straight A Plan for Grand Rapids
Education Reform

Community Responsibility for Successful Education

O Launch community school readiness programs

Seek adequate and equitable financing for physical infrastructure
Create a School Facilities Management Authority

Realign community health and human services to support student achievement

O o o a

Advocate for the Michigan State Legislature to establish the City of Grand Rapids as
an Educational Enterprise Zone

O Establish an independent Education Research Organization or Collaboration of
Researchers to track, monitor, analyze, interpret, and report community progress in
school reform and student achievement

0 Educate the broader community on the importance of education reform

Effective Governance that Empowers Parents

O Empower parents, principals, and teachers through elected Neighborhood
School Councils

O If circumstances warrant, advocate for the transition to a Grand Rapids Community
Education Authority

Choice for Alf Parents

O Make the Grand Rapids Public Schools the choice for parents through the creation of
innovative schools

O Provide equality of school choice for all parents
0 Ensure equality of mandate for all schools supported by public funding

O Ensure equality of mandate among public and non-public schools to the extent possible

VPuinc/Private Partnerships for Efficient and Effective Operations

O Unite the current public and non-public school systems of the larger community
O Foster operating efficiency

O Offer incentives to schools that improve their performance

Student Achievement and School Accountability

O Implement a community K-12 Accountability System that measures school
performance based on community, state, and national standards

O Guarantee student competency of fundamental skills, especially reading skills by
third grade

0 Build high expectations for secondary schools and foster a culture of achievement in
secondary schools based on national best practices and sound educational research

0 Collaborate with the Grand Rapids Education Association to create an innovative
community model for teacher recruitment, professional development, and retention

°i0



Straight A Plan Recommendations

1. Community Responsibility for Successful Education

Launch community school readiness programs

Children come to kindergarten with varying degrees of readiness to succeed in school.
Yet, research shows that perhaps too many children—particularly children from areas
of high concentrations of poverty—are starting school unprepared to perform basic
educational or developmental tasks such as the ability to distinguish shapes and colors,
hold a pencil, or share with others.

“Thousands of
To ensure school readiness and support parents in this partnership for education, we ' _children rely on the
recommend offering comprehensive early childhood education, before/after school care, urban center’s
and health and human service programs for all preschool and kindergarten-age children. educational offerings—

. . -y all of whom deserve
Seek adequate and equitable financing for physical infrastructure : f _ ,
- quallty nstruction,
Renovating and/or constructing new schoql facilities to replace unsafe and in many cases adequate funding and
dilapidated buildings is an issue shared by just about every urban school district in safe facilities.”
Michigan. For many, including Grand Rapids, the amount of financial resources needed e

to truly bring school facilities up to safe standards and maintain them without impacting
the operating funds of a school district would require solutions beyond what any one

community can do on its own.

. Susan Broman,
Executive Director,
Steelcase Foundation

We recommend forming a public/private partnership of community interests to
spearhead an effort to bring equity to the issue of facility construction, maintenance, and
reconstruction, so that poorer districts are not forced to consume precious operating
dollars to patch deteriorating buildings, while wealthy districts are able to offer their
students lavish schools of tomorrow.

Create a school Facilities Management Authority

The ERI recommends the creation of a Facilities Management Authority, pulling together
private sector facilities management expertise and school system knowledge of education
for the construction, management, and reconstruction of school facilities.

Where we educate our children is just as important as how we do it. The drive for quality
facilities that enhance learning should not be dismissed as just an exercise in aesthetics.
Clean, safe, and well-equipped facilities not only reflect the value we as a community place
on education, they also speak volumes about the respect we have for our children.

Realign community health and human services to support student achievement

We recommend that schools in areas of high need become the focus of coordinated
efforts by the community’s health and human service agencies to support families and
encourage student achievement. The Kent County Family Independence Agency has
devised a promising concept by which their staff would be deployed at schools with a
mandate to explore potential family needs as soon as a school absence occurs. We
recommend this be implemented and expanded to other community agencies like the
Kent County Health Department and Kent County Community Mental Health.
Furthermore, this kind of change could serve as the framework for building “community”
schools that offer an array of services for children and families on-site.

11
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Straight A Plan Recommendations

Advocate for the Michigan State Legislature to establish the City of Grand Rapids
as an Educational Enterprise Zone

The Enterprise or Renaissance Zone concept has been used in the economic development
arena to generate virtually tax-free incentives for business or residents to relocate and/or
expand within a designated geographic area. In order to implement education reform in
our community, we propose expanding this concept to education. Such an Educational
Enterprise Zone would serve as the legislative umbrella for many of the reform strategies
identified in this platform. Additionally, such a zone could provide additional resources
and tax credits or incentives for families or business that invest in our urban schools.
However, we strongly advocate that Enterprise Zones not be used to break current union
contract requirements.

Establish an independent Education Research Organization or Collaboration of
Researchers to track, monitor, analyze, interpret, and report community progress in
school reform and student achievement

For comprehensive reform to occur, the community must play a significant role in
monitoring the performance of schools. Yet, it is difficult to obtain an independent and
objective assessment of how public and non-public schools perform in Grand Rapids due
to inconsistent outcome measures and definitions, different methods of collecting and
reporting data, and the lack of primary research generated in the community on
educational performance. During the ERI process, we learned that some information,
particularly related to the performance of non-public schools, was inaccessible.

Access to quality research and analysis that tracks the performance of individual schools is
a critical ingredient for the successful implementation of reform strategies such as those
proposed by the ERI. Such research does more than just quantify the numbers. Objective
data analysis can assist our community in anticipating trends and help us make well-
informed decisions about educational quality. It can help our community focus on results
and answer critical questions such as why some schools are successful in certain indicators
and others with perhaps the same or even greater resources are unable to demonstrate
improvement.

Educate the broader community on the importance of education reform

Based on research conducted by the ERI on the perceptions of the public schools and
their impact on the city and the metropolitan area, it is imperative to provide the broader
community with objective information on educational successes and challenges, and
engage them in the topic of education reform.

12



2. Effective Governance that Empowers Parents

A well-governed school system establishes the foundation for student achievement and
success. The roots of school governance for the Grand Rapids Public Schools date back to
1871, when the legislature created the Board of Education for the City of Grand Rapids.
However, to realistically meet the challenge of producing students prepared for the 21st
century we now need a school governance structure that allows for greater expertise, longer
terms of commitment, broader community representation, consistency of direction, and
stability of leadership.

Empower parents, principals, and teachers through elected Neighborhood
School Councils

We recommend that Grand Rapids Public School Board set a date for the creation of
Neighborhood School Councils at each school site. Such Councils would be charged with
the responsibility of selecting the principal and performing functions that could include:

Setting school goals and vision

Supporting staff development

Reviewing curriculum, budget, and schedules
Addressing safety concerns

Developing community services and before and after school activities

O O O Oo O O

Promoting technological and instructional opportunities

If circumstances warrant, advocate for the transition to a Grand Rapids Community
Education Authority

The ERI believes that if individual schools are empowered and supported by the Board of
Education and central administration, a truly successful system can emerge. However, if the
system fails to meet the challenge, we strongly recommend and would advocate for the
implementation of an alternative governance system to assume the overall governance of
the Grand Rapids Public Schools.

i3

Neighborhood councils

would give schools the
needed freedom to
customize improverments
to fit their unique
situation. What better
way to build school and
neighborhood pride
than to allow the people
of that school and
neighborhood a hand in
building the best learning
environment possible for
their children.



Straight A Plan Recommendations

3. Choice for All Parents

For Grand Rapids Public Schools the challenge is to achieve the status of being the school of
choice for a growing number of parents and students. In fact, the ERI recommendations are
directed at just that.

Mabke the Grand Rapids Public Schools the choice for parents through the creation
of innovative schools

In today’s competitive educational environment, the Grand Rapids Public Schools has an
obligation and an opportunity to attract students to innovative schools that capitalize on
the special resources of the central city. The following are examples of assets, which could
become the focus of a school or schools that would serve the city and attract students
from other districts.

O Virtually every arts and cultural institution in the community is located in the city

O Virtually all of the higher education institutions in the community are located in
the city

O The city’s ethnic diversity could itself become an asset for a number of schools that
also achieve exemplary academic programs

With regard to school choice, the ERI further recommends:
O Provide equality of school choice for all parents
O Ensure equality of mandate for all schools supported by public funding

0O Ensure equality of mandate among public and non-public schools to the
extent possible

With all of the competitive options currently available, not every parent has equal access
or opportunity to exercise a choice. This is further complicated by the fact that public
schools are mandated by the state and federal government to provide certain services and
programs that non-public schools do not have to provide. So, in order for parents to be
make informed choices about schools they have to be aware that not every school
receiving public funding is held to the same legal and administrative requirements as
public schools. Nor is every school system held to the same standards of public
accountability. In each of these instances, the “playing field is not level.”

In order for competition to work, the community must insist on a level playing field by
ensuring equality of school choice for all parents, instituting equality of mandate for all
community schools supported by public funding, and requiring equality of mandate
among public and non-public schools to the extent possible. To the degree that choice
does exist, we recommend that children from low-income families have the same choice
as those whose resources are not so limited.

14
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4. Public/Private Partnerships for Efficient and Effective Operations

O
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Unite the current public and non-public school systems of the larger community

The ERI believes that there is a great potential for the Kent Intermediate School District,
supported by the Kent Intermediate Superintendent’s Association (composed of private
and parochial school superintendents), to be a strong leader in the arena of efficient and
effective schools. We recommend that these organizations, the ISD and ISA, adopt the
proposition that if one district—public or private—is failing, the whole Intermediate
District has failed. Or conversely, in order for the Intermediate District to succeed, all
must succeed.

Foster operating efficiency

If competing manufacturers in this community can find areas for collaboration and joint
action through efforts like the Manufacturers Council of The Right Place Program, then
public and private schools/city and suburban schools can do the same. If urban education
in Grand Rapids is to be effective, GRPS will require collaborative efforts on a regional
basis in several areas. The ERI believes that great potential exists in the areas of joint
purchasing, curriculum development, professional development, and especially special
education. Since the provision of special education services is of concern and benefit to all
public and private school districts in Kent County, we strongly recommend that the entire
community adopt a regional approach to financing these services. Therefore, under the
leadership of the Kent County Intermediate School District we propose that a regional
financing structure be considered for special education services.

Offer incentives to schools that improve their performance

The Intermediate School District could become the vehicle for creating and funding
incentives for improved school performance in each building. If designed and
implemented properly, incentives could serve as strong motivators for excellence but also
foster a collaborative spirit within schools as administrators, staff, and parents work
together as a team.

Pt
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Straight A Plan Recommendations

9. Student Achievement and School Accountability

The ERI has resisted the temptation to embrace certain seemingly attractive programs
aimed at student achievement that appear promising but fall short of system reform. There
are, however, recommendations that need to be offered.

Implement a Community K-12 Accountability System that measures school
performance based on community, state, and national standards

The ERI pledges to maintain a focus on high performance standards and continuous
improvement with special attention to demonstrable outcomes for student learning.

Guarantee student competency of fundamental skills, especially reading,
by the third grade 4

Educational research speaks to the importance of all children achieving certain
fundamental skills by the third grade or the end of third grade. This must be a school-
by-school, student-by-student measure and basis for accountability.

Build high expectations for secondary schools and foster a culture of achievement
based on national best practices and sound educational research

The ERI resists the temptation to recommend specific programs, but insists that a focus
be put on strategies to meet the needs and increase the numbers of students pursuing
college, vocational training, and/or moving directly to the workforce. Parents have the
right to expect it and the community’s employers must demand it.

We recommend that GRPS overhaul its instructional methodology to nurture the skills
that will help students succeed and compete in an information-based economy. Those
fundamentals include a mastery of basic reading, writing, and math skills, competency in
interpersonal communications, and proficiency at critical thinking. Furthermore, this
skill base must connect to the fundamental purpose of the American education system—
to develop good citizens.

Collaborate with the Grand Rapids Education Association to create an innovative
community model for teacher recruitment, professional development, and retention

At the heart of school reform is the interaction between a teacher and student. Therefore,
school reform must be deep enough to enter the classroom and fundamentally impact the
learning environment. In order to do this, the community must support and nurture its
teachers. Yet, at the same time, the teacher’s union must assume a leadership role to
ensure that innovation can foster with the support of quality teaching staff.
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Making it Work

Implementation of the Straight A Plan for Grand Rapids Education Reform will happen in
multiple phases. Our initial focus for the next three years will be in the following areas:

 Priority #1: Establish school accountability

What you don’t measure, you can’t change.
y y g

The ERI will work with community experts to identify a set of indicators that will be used
to track school performance and our community’s overall progress toward reform.

 Priority #2: Build community awareness and responsibility

What we don’t know can hurt us.

The ERI will work to facilitate a partnership between the media and educators to provide
the community with a persistent message and encourage broader dialogue on the issue of
education reform and its importance to the vitality of Grand Rapids.

_ Priority #3: Enhance academic development and training for teachers.

By learning you will teach, by teaching you will learn.

The ERI will collaborate with the Grand Rapids Education Association and local colleges
and universities to create a community model for teacher leadership.

Conclusion

The work of the Education Reform Initiative began because many community leaders saw
the education of this community’s children as a community trust. We have learned that the
Grand Rapids Public Schools can only keep its promise to every student when:

Young children begin Kindergarten prepared for a stimulating learning environment
Students are given a demanding curriculum that requires mastery of the subject

Teachers are highly skilled and well trained in their subject matter

All parents have the freedom to choose the academic environment that is best for their child
Individual schools are empowered to plan and manage their educational program
Schools are supported by a central governance structure

Facilities are conducive to safe learning and are equitably and adequately financed

O o o o o o o a

There is broad financial and non-financial support from the community

On the surface, these key ingredients seem obviously straightforward and comprise a simple
recipe for success. Yet, as a community, we have only been willing to ensure these necessities for
some children—not all. Our community can no longer afford to invest in the potential of only
some children. To be viable, Grand Rapids needs every child to receive a quality education.

We will continue to work to make sure all of this community’s children receive the education
they deserve.
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